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LIS Professionals with Disabilities Literature Review 

According to a 2018 study conducted by the World Health Organization (WHO), there are 
over one billion people throughout the globe who are estimated to be living with a disability. 
This number accounts for approximately 15% of the world’s population (World Health 
Organization, 2018). According to a 2018 study conducted by the American Community Survey 
(ACS), there are 40,585,700 persons living with a disability in the United States of America. 
This number accounts for approximately 12.6% of America’s population (Cornell, 2018). While 
the disabled community is considered to be a minority community according to the academically 
and culturally recognized definition of the term, the data provided above indicates a substantial 
number of citizens who identify or self-report as disabled (United Nations, n.d.; Williams & 
Hagood, 2019). Out of a 2017 sampling of 37,666 American Library Association (ALA) 
members, representing 74% of all 2017 ALA members, the ALA noted that only 2.9% of 
librarians surveyed reported that they are disabled (Rosa & Henke, 2017). 

The prevalence of disabled community members’ professional inclusion in the Library and 
Information Science (LIS) workforce is the focus of this literature review. This literature review 
will discuss how many librarians or LIS professionals have disabilities. This literature review 
will discuss the relevant research that documents the causes and remedies for the small-scale 
professional inclusions of LIS professionals with disabilities (CDC, 2020-a; CDC, 2020-b; 
Kumbier & Starkey, 2016; Moeller, 2019; Rosa & Henke, 2017; Schomberg & Cole, 2019). This 
review will also discuss disabled LIS professionals’ experiences and how these experiences 
impact the numbers that reflect and account for their professional participation in the field (Ford, 
2018; Hollich, 2020). 


Research Scope 
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Much of the data driven current research consists of a few small-scale studies of 
academic librarians with disabilities (Brown & Sheidlower, 2019; Oud, 2018). Current research 
also consists of feedback and reviews regarding current library hiring practices, standards, and 
environmental and systemic issues that contribute to a lack of professional inclusion for LIS 
workers with disabilities (Ford, 2018; Kaul, 2017; Hollich & Schomberg, 2019; Oud, 2019-a; 
Oud, 2019-b; Schomberg & Cole, 2019; Vinopal, 2016; Williams & Hagood, 2019). Current 
research also provides insight directly from librarians with disabilities in which they provide 
first-hand accounts of their experiences and support to fellow librarians with disabilities (Brown 
& Sheidlower, 2019; Hollich, 2020). The research is helpful in providing an overall view of the 
problem from various angles and diverse data collections and surveys, but more research studies 
need to be conducted and published in order to sample more librarians and library types (e.g. 
archives, public libraries, and school libraries). This research will help better reflect the problem 
globally and not just in a few sectors of the population. 

Current Research 

Oud (2018; 2019) showed disabled librarians reported a desire for assistance with 
legitimate accommodations at their workplaces and better, more inclusive work environments 
and workplace experiences. The findings demonstrated that, although academic libraries are 
ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) compliant, only half of the disabled librarians working 
in those libraries surveyed “had disclosed disability fully to their supervisor and only 30% to 
their coworkers” (Oud, 2019-a para. 6; U.S. DOJ, 2020). The ADA is a piece of legislation that 
only exists in America (U.S. DOJ, 2020). Canada has several pieces of legislation that cover 
disability rights with the AODA (Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act) being the 


most similar to the ADA (AODA, 2020; OCUL, n.d.). 
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Brown and Sheidlower (2019) discovered a consensus among disabled librarians of a 
need for more disability-awareness training in library school curriculums so that library-school 
students better understand not only their disabled peers, but their future disabled colleagues, 
employees, and employers. The study also noted that their results produced a focus on the 
effectivity and assessment of ADA accommodations and assistance for disabled librarians while 
they were in school but needs to extend its scope beyond that and into an evaluation of the 
effectivity of ADA accommodations in providing equitable access and opportunity for librarians 
during their employment training (Brown & Sheidlower, 2019). 

ALA, an organization with core values of access and inclusion (ALA, 2019) has also 
contributed significant supportive research and feedback regarding barriers and systemic 
obstacles that disabled librarians face within the professional field (CDC, 2020-a; Ford, 2018; 
Oud, 2019-a). Studies have provided both observations and evidentiary support to address these 
barriers and obstacles (Ford, 2018; Oud, 2019-a). Library Trends magazine dedicated their 
Winter 2019 issue, Disabled Adults in Libraries, to various topics regarding disability issues in 
the LIS profession. The articles varied from the issues of abled coworkers and employers not 
believing librarians who disclose their disabilities to noting the issue of vocational awe and how 
it can lead to a lack of legitimate critique and reform within the LIS profession (Moeller, 2019; 
Pionke, 2019). Other significant research contributions were first-hand accounts from librarians 
with disabilities (Brown & Schiedlower, 2019; Hollich, 2020). 

Gaps in Research 

The current research on the prevalence and causes of disabled librarians hiring prevalence 

in the field is seriously lacking (Brown & Scheidlower, 2019; Oud, 2019). ALA could help 


prompt further research by creating more awareness and standards for libraries to meet as well as 
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bringing back a scholarship they previously offered to disabled library school students (Brown & 
Sheidlower, 2019, p. 482). While many libraries are ADA compliant, the research (Oud, 2018; 
Oud, 2019-b; Pionke, 2019; Pionke, 2020; Schomberg, 2018) suggests that many operate at a 
compliance minimum and do little to advance or evaluate the nuance of this inclusion, the 
effectiveness of this inclusion, and how disabled employees are or are not able to experience the 
same professional access and opportunities as their abled body LIS peers and colleagues are able 
to enjoy (CDC, 2020-a; U.S. Department of Justice, 2020). Better training and overall increased 
disability awareness throughout the LIS profession is recommended as an initial remedy. 
Future Research 

There needs to be further studies that acquire and evaluate samplings of more diverse LIS 
populations and professional sectors. Surveys of public librarians or archivists would help 
provide more evidence of how many disables professionals are hired in the LIS field. Current 
research could appear to be suggestive without further additional research to support these 
claims, findings, and observations. Much current research lands in two categories, either 
meticulously researched and observant studies or first-hand accounts of in-field experiences 
obtained from librarians who have disabilities. There need to be more focus group studies and 
statistical analysis of why this is occurring. These methodologies could offer more nuanced 
perspectives from third party observants, not just those with disabilities who self-report or offer 
first-hand accounts via academic journal submissions. There should also be research and 
programs that construct and oversee concrete initiatives that could follow CDC observations, 
guidelines, and recommendations (CDC, 2020-b). Libraries and organizations could perform 
studies that evaluate before and after-effects of the initiatives in order to measure tangible 


outcomes. These outcomes could provide pre-emptive assistance versus offering reactive 
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assistance to librarians who have already experienced workplace difficulties and inequalities 
(Oud, 2019-a). These methods could allow for professional protocols and procedures instead of 
ideas, concepts, and observations. 

This literature review will examine the prevalence of disabled professionals in the LIS 
field and the factors that contribute to this small number. This literature review will primarily 
cover the following factors: discrimination and bias, hirable and fireable fears, and asking for 
accommodations. 

Literature Review 
Discrimination and Bias 

The most significant factor in the lack of disabled professionals in the LIS field is 
medical, societal, and workplace discriminations against disabled community members (Boesch 
& Cokley, 2020; California Department of Fair Employment and Housing, n.d.-a; Curren, 2018; 
Michigan State University, 2019; Jain-Link & Kennedy, 2019; Jameel et al., 2019; Johnson, 
2016; ODIHR, n.d.; Shapiro, 2020-a; Shapiro, 2020-b) Medicare recipients were surveyed and 
revealed that Medicare recipients with disabilities experienced more issues with the quality of 
medical care than abled Medicare recipients (Curren, 2018). These disabled recipients reported 
higher instances of physicians not understanding their health conditions, not completely 
discussing their healthcare problems, not answering all of their questions, and rushing through 
their appointments (Curren, 2018). Other studies (Curren, 2018) report that disabled women 
receive fewer pap smears and mammograms than abled women. Citizens with intellectual 
disabilities often struggle to find adequate medical care that properly addresses their individual 
needs (Johnson, 2016). Disabled community members experience more discrimination from 


employers than abled community members do (Bonaccio et al., 2020). 
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Disabled community members are often the target of unconscious bias, where they are 
viewed through a biased lens in which the viewer is not even conscious of their prejudice 
(Johnson, 2016; Kripke, 2017; Maciujec, 2017; Michigan State University, 2019). Many societal 
members view disabled citizens as having a lower quality of life, being unhealthy and having a 
disease, unable to make decisions, unable to have relationships, and unable to contribute to their 
community (Kripke, 2017). Many falsely believe that certain conditions that cause disability are 
worse than death when this is not the case (Kripke, 2017). 

Disabled community members also face discrimination from the United States 
government. In 2019, President Trump’s administration created a policy in which disabled 
citizens’ social media accounts would be monitored and investigated in order to determine if they 
are considered eligible for disability benefits (Barbarin, 2019; Pear, 2019). If disabled citizens 
were experiencing injuries but posted images that demonstrated mobility, it would, in the 
administration’s viewpoint, deem that the disability payments were fraudulent (Barbarin, 2019; 
Pear, 2019). This showcases common disability discrimination and bias including the belief that 
disabled citizens are not happy, healthy, or productive members of society (Pear, 2019). This 
policy also demonstrates the misconception that all disabled people function similarly and 
disregards the reality that disabilities exist on a spectrum with decreased and increased levels of 
mobility (Barbarin, 2019). Just because people with disabilities experience moments of energy 
and mobility does not mean that they can maintain those energies throughout an entire workday 
(Barbarian, 2019). Also, under Trump’s administration, 2,626 disabled employees were fired 
which was a 24% increase from the Obama administration in 2016 (Hanssen, 2019). 

Due to these discriminations and biases, many disabled LIS professionals are scared to 


disclose their disability status on their job applications or to their employers upon hiring 
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(Thoburn, 2019). Especially during the pandemic, disabled professionals are scared to lose their 
healthcare or to not even be chosen to receive lifesaving care if they contract Covid-19 and need 
to be hospitalized (Shapiro, 2020-b). It may seem dramatic but for some disabled citizens, 
disclosing their disability is a matter of life or death (Shapiro, 2020-a). Understanding and 
analyzing these fears is crucial to understanding and analyzing why the LIS field has such 
miniscule percentages reflecting disabled professional involvement in LIS positions (Oud, 2019- 
b; Pionke, 2019, Rosa & Henke, 2017). 

Hirable and Fireable Fears 

Experiencing systematic discrimination and bias leads disabled citizens to fear that 
disclosing their disability will prevent them from being hired for LIS positions (Ford, 2018; 
Leonard, 2019; Schomberg, 2018). Studies (Gillett, 2015) show that disabled citizens’ resumes 
will be overlooked by an average of 26% when compared to their abled peers. This issue is most 
systemic among experienced disabled professionals with more extensive resumes and 
professional experience (Gillett, 2015). 

During the Covid-19 pandemic, approximately one million disabled workers have been 
fired (Smith, 2020). There are many factors that contributed to this including disabled workers 
being the first to be furloughed, the lack of companies that are inclusive to disabled workers, and 
the presumed additional expenses of hiring and accommodating a disabled worker (Associated 
Press, 2020; Smith, 2020). Disabled citizens primarily work in retail and hospitality positions 
which have seen the most significant cuts during the Covid-19 pandemic (Smith, 2020). Disabled 
workers also have struggled to pivot towards essential-worker jobs as they have health 
conditions that can make it risky to interact with the public and possibly catch Covid-19 (Smith, 


2020). As of June 2020, disabled workers experienced a 16.5% unemployment rate while 11% of 
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abled workers experienced unemployment (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Another 
factor of the pandemic that is of important note for the future of the LIS profession is that many 
Americans who have contracted Covid-19 will be classified as disabled (Yong, 2020). It is 
predicted that there may be hundreds of thousands of Americans that will continue to have long- 
term health issues as a result of contracting the virus (Yong, 2020). 

Disabled workers are often fearful of the stigma that they cannot contribute to the 
professional setting as well as abled professionals can (Sarris, 2018; Schumer, 2019). Disabled 
workers also fear that if they disclose their disability, their coworkers may harass or tease them, 
their managers may view them as lazy workers, or employers may assume that it would be too 
expensive to accommodate them in the workplace environment (Andrews, 2015; Jain-Link & 
Kennedy, 2019). There are also reported incidents of disabled workers having interviews 
cancelled due to wheelchair issues, being denied handicap parking spots at their offices, and 
being fired for not hearing instructions (Schumer, 2019). 

Specifically, prevalent in the LIS field is the inability for disabled LIS students to drive to 
campus in order to receive faculty mentoring of an equivalent quality to the mentoring that abled 
students receive (Ford, 2018). Disabled LIS applicants also face barriers when applying for LIS 
positions including premature fears that their accommodations will not be possible in certain 
positions (e.g., public library help desks), so they apply to other LIS sectors where they can 
create their own accommodations (Ford, 2018). Employed LIS professionals have reported 
experiences of witnessing accommodations for disabled patrons existing simultaneously with 
discrimination against disabled co-workers (Schomberg, 2018). Employed LIS professionals 
have also reported that their co-workers have attempted to get them fired for having disabilities 


(Schomberg, 2018). 
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LIS Disability advocate, Oud, highlights issues with workplace equity for LIS workers 
with disabilities and discusses that a lack of awareness of disabilities is a primary reasoning for 
these issues (2019-b). Another LIS disability advocate, Pionke, expresses that abled LIS 
professionals have infrequent interactions with disabled patrons and co-workers and do not 
properly understand appropriate disability accommodations and how to follow them (2020-a). 
Asking for Accommodations 

Attempting to navigate a system that is designed for abled citizens is often difficult for 
disabled citizens and is especially difficult for citizens with invisible disabilities (Marshall et al., 
2020; Pionke, 2019; Sarris, 2018; Schumer, 2019; Von Schrader et al., 2014). Disabled citizens 
are legally entitled to accommodations through the ADA (U.S. Department of Justice, 2020). 
These accommodations are defined as changes in workplaces and their procedural customs that 
will help disabled workers acquire equal employment experiences and professional opportunities 
(U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2002). Some examples of reasonable 
accommodations are changing disabled workers’ job duties to accommodate their limitations, 
providing employees with medical leave so they can receive adequate care, changing employees’ 
work schedules to better accommodate their specific needs, and providing necessary aids to help 
them work (California Department of Fair Employment and Housing, n.d.-b). 

While employers are legally obligated to give them to disabled professionals, 
accommodations are often infrequently distributed or are done without much caution, care, or 
thorough detailed exploration of disabled peoples’ needs (Oud, 2019-a; Pionke & Schroeder, 
2020). Often disabled workers feel that the stress and arduous process of seeking 
accommodations is often so difficult that it can be a deterrent from seeking any (Pionke, 2019; 


Schumer, 2019). Some disabled employees reported regret for disclosing their disabilities to their 
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employers due to the negative experience and outcome (Marshall et al., 2020; Pionke, 2019). 
Disabled workers are also worried that if they receive the appropriation accommodations, they 
will receive backlash from co-workers (Jain-Link & Kennedy, 2019, Pionke, 2019; Santuzzi et 
al., 2015; Von Schrader et al., 2014). They also fear that if they ask for accommodations, they 
could experience negative pushback such as assumed laziness, assumed lack of intelligence, 
being seen as a troublemaker, being seen as someone seeking special treatment, or loss of 
employment (Oud, 2019-a; Sarris, 2018; Santuzzi et al., 2015; Von Schrader et al., 2014). These 
findings are significant to note as studies have demonstrated that over 62% of disabled 
employees have invisible disabilities, 26% of employees have sometimes visible disabilities, and 
13% have visible disabilities (Ihezie et al., 2017). 

While there are guidelines (SAA, 2019) for appropriate accommodations within the LIS 
field, many LIS professionals experience systemic workplace environmental issues that 
contribute specifically to their disability related issues (Oud, 2019-b). These issues are highly 
prevalent in academic libraries where disabled workers struggle with the workplace norm of 
heavy workloads, long workweeks, high levels of stress, and a lack of clarity around workplace 
expectations and disability accommodation structures and procedures (Oud, 2019-b). Co- 
workers, colleagues, and supervisors are often uncomfortable with the topic of disabled LIS 
professionals’ health issues and conditions (Oud, 2019-b). This can cause more ignorance of 
accommodation needs as well as cause disabled LIS professionals to either not disclose their 
disability or not seek accommodations (Oud, 2019-b). 

Conclusion 
Research (ALA, n.d.; ALA, 2019; Hill, 2013; Leonard, 2019; Pionke & Schroeder, 2020) 


shows that hiring LIS professionals with disabilities is not only beneficial because it is adherent 
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to ALA ethics and standards, but also because it helps provide a reflection to library patrons. 
Disabled library patrons will not only see and interact with librarians who are like them, but they 
will also receive better care and services as these librarians will have first-hand knowledge and 
experience that their abled co-workers simply cannot have (Simmons University, 2020). The 
inclusion of more disabled LIS professionals will not only increase the quality of the profession 


but will also help better serve communities and patrons. 
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